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Mars versus Venus: The Dialectics
of Power in Shirley Hazzard's The
Transit of Venus
God of our Fathers known of old
Lord of our far-flung battle line
Beneath whose awful liand we hold
Dominion over palm and pine Lord God of Hosts, be with us yet
Lest we forget lest we forget!
Rudyard Kiphng
'The RecessiOnal'
Patriarchal poetry makes no mistake.
Patriarchal Poetry is the same as Patriotic poetry.
Gertrude Stein from 'Patriarchal Poetry'
Bee Time Vine and Other Pieces
Men should be tramed for war and women for the recreation of warnors.
Nietzsche
Much has been said and written about the military mind.
Nothmg, however, harsh enough
Shtrley Haaard
/he Bay of Noon

The Tran sit of Venus 1 is set within the framework of war. The opening
page places the scene in the period of the Korean war; the final lines
refer, not only to the gratuitous sinking of the Tirpitz (compare the
sinking of the Belgrano), but point also to the possibility of a total
nuclear holocaust in which that 'work of ages' humanity, will 'shrivel
in an instant' (p. 337). The whole novel is concerned wi th different
levels of war, of power relationships between nations, empires and
colonies, classes, races, individuals and the collective, females and
males. As they converge, intersect and intertwine to show the
relationship between each and every one of them it becomes clear that
war provides much more than a framework. It is the ground bass on
which the whole novel is structured.
In an Australian context, what is particularly interesting is Shirley
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Hazzard 's recording of that country's shift in allegiance- depende nceafter the Second World War, when ' down' became no longer Kew, 'Go
d own to Kew in lilac time', but 'down Mexico way'; 'the power of Kew
was passing like an empire', (p. 48) and Fisher's ' last man and the last
shilling' was replaced by Holt's 'All the way with LBJ' , an alliance that
was to lead to Australia's participation in the Vietnam War and the
positioning of American bases on Australian soil.
Accompanying this shift in allegiance and change of tunes was what
Shirley Hazzard describes as Caro' s and Grace's 'first encounter with
calculated uselessness'. The latter consisted of nibless pens, 'pencils
with lights attached' brought to school by a girl 'whose father had been
in America for Munitions' 2 (p. 47, my emphasis) and who had brought
them back with him. When one reads about them one recalls the dippy
bird toy in John Romeril's play The Floating World. The instructions on
the box containing the dippy bird, which John Romeril claims are taken
straight from an actual instruction slip read:
the contents is Not-Inflammable but if the high heat is touched then the
pressure of contents arc going up so please take care of above caution. 1

It is clear that Shirley Hazzard intends the trinkets she describes to
have the same significance. 'The trinkets were assembled with
collective meaning, like exhibits in a crime, or like explosives no expert
could defuse. Invention was the mother of necessity' (p. 47). The same
technology that produced the trinkets would also produce the nuclear
armaments. And if capitalism would see to it that a market was created
for the trinkets, 'They would have to be conditioned to a new
acquisitiveness' (p. 47), so too would the armament manufacturers
create a market for the armaments. It is not only the munitions
manufacturers, it is also those with interests to boost their own status.
War is a godsend to any government, particularly conservative ones,
especially during periods of economic d epression and especially when
it is skilfully manipulated to take the mind of the population from the
enemy within to the enemy without. 4 The same thing applies to
generals and Ministers of War as Will Dyson has pointed out m his
cartoon of Winston Churchill, one of ' the architects of invasion'.
On the opening page of C. E. W. Bean's Anzac to Amiens, we read:
The motive of any grouping may in the first instance have been trade, or
domination, or even the conversion of the pagan - and the group may be an
Empire, a fed eration, or an alliance; but when once its common defence system
has been set up, it becomes, among other things, a group for self-protection;
and a threat to any part of its body is felt, often acutely, by each of its
members.'

Implicit in Bean's statement, just as it is in the whole of his history is a
belief in racial, sexual and class superiority. What is also present is an
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awareness of the necessity for the dominating groups to close ranks
should they be challenged, the 'them and us' mentality. Bean's attitude
- and its consequences - are di scussed by the South American poet in a
conversation with Caro:
'Even a right side imposes wrongful silences, required untruths. As the timid
say, "The re is strength, or safety, in numbers; but solidarity is an extension of
power, that is, the beginning of the lie. The only proper solidarity is with the
truth, if one can dtscover it'" (p 249)

In the closed societies of the Reagans, the Thatchers, and all others
like them there is no room for ' the independent mind' that 'raises
questions that go beyond the answers supplied by nationality and
society', that challenges the status quo and people like Sefton Thrale
and Captain Girling, who had become 'the views ... [they] had never
contested', servants to 'perjured acquiescence registered in an inward
shrivelling (my emphasis) of lip and chin' 6 (p. 85).
Once the battle lines are drawn up and the 'them and us' mentality
comes into operation there is no room for questions. Those who
challenge the accepted order face dismissal (Tice's parents), destruction
(Victor), imprisonment (Rex Ivory, who draws an analogy between the
mental asylum in which the British placed him and the Japanese
prisoner of war camp), or exile (Edward VIII). This exclusion policy
operates in death as well as in life; the reason suicides are refused
burial in consecrated ground, Caro suggests, is because they 'refuse to
maintain the fiction that all is normal and peaceful' (p. 76).
My argument is that in The Transit of Venus Shirley Hazzard
presents war in all its aspects as a product of patriarchal capitalism and
in doing so she explores the process of power. She shows how power is
manifested through both the material and ideological dimensions of
patriarchy, capitalism and racism, of Empire and colony and how
oppression reflects the hierarchical relations of the sexual and racial
divisions of labour and society. What she endeavours to do is to
explicate the dialectic between sex and class, race and class, and sex,
race and class; to reveal the relationship between the private (personal)
and public (political) and to show, as Virginia Woolf also endeavoured
to show, how ' the public and the private worlds are inseparably
connected', 'the tyranny and servilities of the one are the tyrannies and
servilities of the other' .7
In her book Capitalist Patriarchy and The Case for Socialist Feminism
Zillah Eisenstein writes:
A moment canno t be understood ou tside the relations of power which shape tt
and the tdeology which defines, protects, and mamtams it. In describing these
momen ts, undcrstandmg the tdeology of a soctety becomes cructal because the
social relations of capitalist patriarchy are maintained through the tdeologies of
liberalism, male supremacy, and racism.s
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In a footnote to her chapter ' Developing a Theory of Capitalist
Patriarchy' she quotes Karl Marx:
In order to understand power one needs to analyze the relahons that define
power rather than treatmg power as an abstract thmg. Any moment embodies
the relations of power that define it. The only way to understand what the
moment is, is to under~tand it as a reflection of the processes involved in it. By
definition, this requtres one to see moments as part of other moments rather
than as cut off from each other. Seemg things m separation from each other, as
part of either/or options, ts the dichotomous thinking of positivism. By trying to
understand the clements defining the synthesis of power as it is embodied in
any particular moment, one is forced to come to terms with the conflict
embodied withm tt, and hence the dtalectical processes of power.q

There could I believe be no better description of Shirley Hazzard's
method of writing. Through association of ideas and events, through
complex interweaving of patterns and linguistic reverberations she
leads us to see moments as part of other moments, as patterns of
oppression, and so helps us to understand the dialectical processes of
power. The rest of this paper is a brief examination of how she does
this.
The official war history of Australia, Shirley Hazzard tells us, is
represented by 'the brittle brown wreaths at cenotaphs, two minutes
silence ... and the monuments to war's sweetest symbols, the soldier,
bronze rifle rested supporting his decorously felled comrade, the
marshal clearly victorious on his flawless horse' (p. 36). In defiance of
these official images, 'the stately edifice[s]' erected by 'the architects of
the invasion' (p. 28), Shirley Hazzard presents the realities, the
'dreaded spectres' who for 'a dead and atrocious certainty' always
awaited you at the corner of Market and Castlereagh Streets, a
'particular and affluent corner, which for that reason seemed not to be
a street at all, but a pit or arena' (pp. 34-5):
What music they made, and how they sang, that ghastly orchestra in lopped
and s hmy serge, with unstrung fiddles and wheezing concertinas and the
rusted mouth-organ grasped in the remaining and inexpert hand, the voices out
of tune with everything but pitched extremity. How cruelly they wracked, for
Depression pennies, an unwiUing audience with their excruciating songs - 'The
Rose of No Man's Land', and 'The Roses of Picardy', and 'The Rose of Tralee',
and 'Oh My, I don't want to dte, I want to go home'. The war of the roses,
roses and smile, smile, smile. (p. 35)

We meet their British counterparts later on, appropriately enough
outside Harrods, where 'a trio of street musicians in ancient serge,
bawled about Tipperary while a fourth held out a khaki cap' (p. 197). In
yet another incident in the novel we are presented with more of their
'relations'. Ted Ttce, in a letter to Caro, tells how, with two of his
colleagues, he had visited the mines near Ltlle:
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Percy Leason, Nothing's too Good for the Soldier
During the holiday I drove with two French colleagues to the mines near Lille,
where we went down a pit. The coal-face straight from Dante, worked by boys
of sixteen or so, mostly North Africans who spoke no French. Worse than this
were the hovels they went back to afterwards, ten to a filthy hut. Having
uselessly petitioned the Ministere du Travatl on behalf of these people, my two
friends are helping them form a umon. We returned to Paris by way of the First
World War cemeteries of Vimy and Notre-Dame-de-Lorette and a quarter of a
million graves. (p. 115)

Through association, Shirley Hazzard draws our attention not only to
the connection between capitalism and war but also to the class, raet::
connection. In the section just quoted she points to the exploitation of
one section of international capital's reserve army (an army without a
voice- they 'spoke no French'), an army composed essentially of Third
World people and white women, an army to be called upon when the
need arises (women in factories in time of war, foreign workers in hme
of affluence), and to be discarded when capital no longer needs their
labour - women are returned to the home and foreign workers to their
home countries. It's amazing how easily so-called female 'natural
functions' and 'idealized states' are abandoned when found
inconvenient. The natural female function of child-bearing is to be
suspended when the occasion demands, for example in the case of Ted
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Tice's parents but not when cannon fodder is needed. The so-called
'moral majority' assures us that 'the family that prays together stays
together' but one feels that no amount of divine intervention is likely to
help the families of foreign workers or innocent victims of war.
Dislocation and the breaking up of families are aspects both of war and
capitalism.
The treatment of Cordelia Ware shows this situation working on a
personal level and at the same time points to the sex/class and race
relationship. She is, we are told, anxious 'to give satisfaction' (p. 224).
This phrase links her to the Mullions, whose acceptance of the class
structure is reflected in their belief in the notion of 'service and
satisfaction' (p. 79). At the same time it places her in opposition to Ted
Tice' s parents, who rejected the class structure and refused 'to serve',
just as Rex Ivory refused 'to serve'. Christian Thrale decides to seduce
Cordelia Ware who is his temporary secretary. He is excited at the idea
of conquest and titillated by the thought that she may be a virgin, for
what explorer/conqueror can resist the thrill of being first. He also takes
delight in the fact that she and her kind are exploited. 'What lives we
give them, Christian reflected - not without gratification' (p.224), the
knowledge of exploitation giving an added sense of power. Cordelia
performs as is expected, she 'gives satisfaction'. However, what
Christian had not foreseen was that she might prove a threat. Here we
have an obvious link between Cordelia and Paul Ivory's lover, Victor,
which in turn presents a further link between sex and class. The
response to the threat is the usual one. The members of the dub join
ranks: compare the earlier Bean quotation and Paul Ivory's remark, 'In
the castle, believe me, they look after their own' (p. 309). Cordelia Ware
is 'returned to the pool' (p. 236), just as Victor is left to the mercies of
the flooded river.
It is also through Christian Thrale that the link between women and
Third World people and the way they are both regarded as market
commodities to be colonized and exploited is revealed. He briefly
considers choosing Caro rather than Grace. 'He was', we are told 'like a
cabinet minister faced with a capital decision' (p. 23). However, he
dismisses the thought because 'Caro was beyond his means' (p. 23).
Unable to gain dominion over Caro, Christian turns to Grace and to the
Third World and here he has more success, a success that culminates in
his announcement to Grace that he has something momentous to
report. 'I have been given Africa ... South of the Sahara' and almost in
the next breath he says, 'it will make a whopping difference in the
pension' (pp. 282-3). This is a good example of the pecking order in
disadvantage, for whilst Christian at some, though not great expense,
possesses Grace he is given Africa (my emphasis).
If I may return to the previously mentioned letter of Ted Tice to Caro.
Here Shirley Hazzard further stresses the political implications of the
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total situation by having Ted Tice discuss the working class
background, the class issue and the liberal humanists. 'The poor don't
want solidarity with their lot, they want it changed'. He continues:
'Even more than cha nge, they want revenge. Men can make up soon enough
with enemies who slaughtered them in battle, but never with the brethren who
humiliated them in cold blood. They take repnsal on their own shame - that is
what makes all hatreds, in war or dass, or in love' (p. 117, my emphasis)

Tice recognizes that the true enemy is not the Turkish or German
soldier but the representatives of international capitalism, anti-worker
capitalism, whose lust for power and profit happily consigned those
million men on both sides to the grave in war time and in peace time,
should the necessity arise, would, and do, just as happily consign them
to the dole line.
When I was first considering writing this paper the miners' strike was
in progress in Great Britain. It came as no surprise to find that Mrs.
Thatcher saw the pit strike as another Falklands with Galtieri as the
enemy without and Arthur Scargill as the enemy within. At the
Brighton conference (9 October 1984) Peter Walker declared that 'the
miners' strike is no longer a union conflict but a revolutionary attempt
to bring about a Marxist revolution. The Conservative Party is
determined to fight Scargill's Stalinism'. One recalls that the anticonscriptionists, trade unionists and strikers in Australia during the
First World War were branded as traitors, Bolsheviks and enemies of
Australia . In the speeches of Mrs. Thatcher one hears only too clearly
the voice of Billy Hughes. 'There is no way of salvation save by the
gospel of work. Those who endeavour to set class against class, or
destroy wealth, are counsellors of destruction'. 10
It goes without saying that Anzac and the Digger tradition are part of
the Australian male ethos and that women play no role within it except
in the recreation of warriors. Just how male it is can be gauged by the
people that A.G. Butler was willing to acknowledge as honorary
diggers. These included Hereward the Wake, Leonidas the Spartan and
perhaps nicest of all, St. Paul. 'In his outlook on life' Butler writes, 'St.
Paul himself was a digger, and he followed in the footsteps of a greater
than he' .11 Interestingly enough Paul Ivory also invokes St. Paul. 'It was
the way of women to require choices, sortings, and proofs, and then to
attribute blame. The Judgement of Paul' (p. 105). That A.G. Butler's
club hasn't changed its requirements for membership was brought
home to me when I received an invitation from an Australian Embassy
in Europe to attend an Anzac Day ceremony. After being invited to
attend the ceremony the next paragraph read:
Dress for civilians will be dark suit with service medals (full size) and for
serving members of the Armed Forces, uniforms with medals and swords.
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Possessing neither a dark suit nor medals, large or small, and being like
the natives and petits blancs of Haiti under the Code Noir before the
Revolution, not permitted to wear a sword even if one possessed a
uniform, I regretfully had to decline on the grounds of an ineligibility of
a club to which I had no desire to belong. 12
Shirley Hazzard has made numerous references to the misogynistic
aspect of Australian society. Writing in Australian Literary Studies in
1981 she commented on the cultural aridity of the Australia in which
she spent her childhood and suggested that maybe gender had
something to do with this:
the arts, though forceful enough m their way, bemg (or bemg seen as) part of
the femmme aspect of human1ty; and for this reason lying under particular proscnption in a country whose 'maleness' was a matter of stndent and even panic
stricken assertion, and whose dension of all arhstic expression was not unconnected w1th women as a sex. Even now, those who would not jeer in Australia,
at opera, dance, painting, writing, have sometimes no hesitation in raising a
brute laugh over a woman's appearance. Misogyny is part of the Australian
wound. 13

It is interesting to see the Australian male literary establishment when

challenged and with their backs to the wall lash out in the very way
that Shirley Hazzard describes. I am of course referring to Peter Pierce's
comments on The Transit of Venus, when he claimed that it 'looked
more than ever like the best-dressed women's magazine fiction of the
year' 14 and Don Anderson's comment on the Boyer lectures, 'It is a
Jeremiad, or if that sounds sexist, then it resembles nothing so much as
a speech-day address by the headmistress of a girls' private school, of,
dare I suggest, Queenswood'. 15 Do I dare suggest that in these critics I
detect shades of Christian Thrale and Paul Ivory, 'Now that Caro had
proved too much for him, he almost disliked her (p. 24) and Paul Ivory;
'Paul wished perhaps to punish her- for her being remarkable' (p. 76).
If misogyny is part of the Australian wound it is also part of the ethos
of war. In his book Sexual Suicide George Gilder describes training in
the American Marine Corps:
From the moment one arrives, the drill instructors begin a torrent of
misogynistic and anti-individualistic abuse. The good things are manly and
collective; the despicable are feminine and mdividual ... When you want to
create a ... group of male killers ... you kill the woman in them.l6

It goes without saying that rape is part of the language of war and not
only of the language but also of the actuality. As Susan Brownmiller
points out, 'rape has been perpetrated everywhere and always on both
sides of patriarchal wars with the attendant symbolism of bayonet and
gun' Y In an effort to eradicate the feminine within themselves, their
own humanity, and in fear of and compensation for the resultant loss,
emptiness, these 'hollow men', let rip with their primitive passions and
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My Lai is the result.
The consequences of the training described by Girder are discussed
by Philip Caputo in his book A Rumour of War. Caputo, a Marine
officer who served in Vietnam, explains how military life provided
'meaning' and the needed injections of 'excitement'. 'The heroic
experience I sought was war; war, the ultimate adventure; war, the
ordinary man's most convenient means of escaping from the ordinary'.
He goes on to explain:
The tedium was occasionally relieved by a large scale search-and-destroy
operation ... Weeks of bottled up tension would be released in a few minutes of
orgiastic violence. Men screaming and shouting obscenities above the
explosions of grenades and the rapid, ripping bursts of automatic rifles.1s

The misogynist aspect of Australia and of war is one that Shirley
Hazzard has commented on on more than one occasion. In an article in
the Bulletin in 1981 she stated:
the violence of war [is] something that is male ... men often find it hard to go
through with the private occasions of life, or with independent beliefs. And
perhaps the very fact of allowing - or enabling - other men to launch you into
wholesale slaughter is a way of announcing, what does it all mean? Let's cry
havoc and let rip with our private passions. 19

In one incident in The Transit of Venus Ted Tice is taken to the ruins
of Hiroshima. His obvious horror at 'the catastrophe of which no one
would ever say, the Will of God' (p. 53) 20 is all too evident and gives
Captain Girling cause for alarm. 'Ted Tice's manner of looking
interrupted the smooth flow of acceptance, casting useless doubt on the
inevitable. If he and his kind had their way, the world would be a
bonny mess. So Captain Girling reflected amid the atomic ruins' (p. 54).
Girling takes Ted aside and warns him. '"Look here, Don't make a goat
of yourself," Goat signifying anything unmanly or humane' (p. 54). It
was after this experience we are told that 'Ted Tice's life began to alter
aspect and direction . . . This derived . . . from a revelation nearly
religious, that the colossal scale of evil could only be matched or
countered by some solitary flicker of intense and private humanity'
(p.53, my emphasis).
In World War I it was not just the trade unionists and anticonscriptionists who were branded as traitors. Women too were
accused of treachery, their crime being that they were failing to produce
sufficient cannon fodder. A Royal Commission which examined the
falling birth rate accused women of selfishness and of putting their own
pleasure before that of the nation's need. Miles Franklin raised the
question of child bearing and national loyalty in My Career Goes Bung.
Sybylla is told that it is Australian Women's duty to fill up Australia to
protect it from the yellow peril at its doors. She replied that 'the
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unfortunate Yellow Peril women might be relieved to enter into an
alliance with Australian women to stem the swarming business' .21 In
suggesting that gender be placed above race and nationality and in
refusing to act in a tribalistic or nationalistic way Sybylla would meet
with Shirley Hazzard's approval. In an interview in the Bulletin in 1981
Shirley Hazzard said that she saw 'women as more truly international
than men ... women are more part of the planet than their country'. In
the same interview she added that she still found the division between
male and female very pronounced in Australia. 'It's like two nations at
times' .22 The use of Disraeli's phrase seems particularly appropriate not
only because it draws attention to the inequalities between the sexes
but also to the ever-widenmg gap between rich and poor in our present
society.
The most obvious aspect of the Mars versus Venus conflict operating
on a personal level is of course to be found in the Caro/Paul Ivory
relationship. In Sex and Love: New Thoughts on Old Contradictions
the authors write:
Only m the system that is male oppression does the oppressor actually invade
and colonize the mterior body of the oppressed. Attached to all forms of sexual
behaviour are meanmgs of dominance and submission, power and
powerlessness, conquest and humtliation. (p. 188) 2.1

The situation they describe sums up Paul Ivory's attitude to Caro and
indeed the attitude of the majority of the male characters in Shirley
Hazzard's fiction who 'only look on a love affair ... as a displacement,
not just of his habits - though that, too - but of his intelligence. Of the
mind itself. Being in love was, like pain, an indignity, a reducing
thing' . 24 Paul Ivory not only felt that Caro's love 'was disabling' (p. 312)
but also irritating by her show of self-sufficiency - she refuses to
acknowledge that her sex, her nationality (a colonial!) and her nonpossession of sheep stations are a disadvantage. This self-sufficiency
' had given her some small degree of power over him - power that
could only be reversed by an act of possession' (p. 98). Possess her he
does - prior to that she is a virgin - and directly after the possession we
read:
Paul drew her body between his knees. Pressure of sleeves and trousers on her
bare skin urged on Caroline Bell another sensation, from infancy, when her
father would lean over her co t and take up the scarcely clad child in hard
omnipotent arms of serge or flannel that smelt of the city and the great world.
A particular memory, inapposite, of her father in evening dress on his way to
some ceremony, wearing medals of war that swung from bright ribbons as he
bent to kiss his elder daughter. And she was the child reaching up to a smell of
tobacco and cologne and the dark male friction of the coat, while medals
dangled hke coins of small denommations. (p. 101)

If I may refer back to the Eisenstein quotation 'Any moment embodies
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relations of power that define it. The only way to understand what the
moment is is to understand it as a reflection of the processes of power
involved in it'. It seems to me that this is one of the most perfect
instances in The Transit of Venus of Shirley Hazzard pointing to those
processes.
Years later Paul Ivory, who is bi-sexuaJ,2' reveals to Caro that it was in
that same room with 'a mildewed snapshot ... labelled 1915 ...
smirched and spattered with a brown consciousness of the trenches'
(p.105) that he had 'taken' his working class lover Victor. He reveals
that he was responsible for Victor's death and he describes the feeling
of 'elation -a sense of deceiving, and thus controlling, all mankind, of
defying natural laws. A state of being strengthened, omnipotent, some
mad analogy with what heroes must feel who've risked their lives to
defy the state, and survived' (p. 308). Caro' s response to this
confession was an awareness of 'the blood shed twice' and a
knowledge that Paul Ivory belonged to those 'who enlisted Death on
their side' (p. 313).
In opposition to Paul Ivory who enlists Death on his side is Ted Tice,
who is in fact Caro's true lover, though the relationship is never
physically consummated. If you think that I am trying to indicate that
Shirley Hazzard is opposed to physical sex you are wrong. See for
example her once again turning bourgeois convention upside down
when she examines the word 'adulteress'. '[Grace] thought [of] the
word "adulteress" and it was archaic as being stoned to death - a
bigoted word, like Negress or Jewess or seamstress or poetess: but
precise' (pp. 281-2). Here again she is addressing the whole political
agenda of the novel. What she is opposed to is the mentality that twists
species relationships into those of ownership and domination. Towards
the conclusion of the novel Ted Tice says of Caro, '"I never had, or
wished for power over you. That isn't true, of course. I wanted the
greatest power of all. But not advantage, or authority'" (p. 333).
In the early stages of the novel Ted Tice tells the story of the French
astronomer who waited years for Venus and failed because of poor
visibility. '"His story has such nobility you can scarcely call it
unsuccessful." Ted Tice was honouring the faith, not the failure'. This
sentence could be Ted Tice's epitaph. At the conclusion of the novel
Tice tells Caro, "' I am happier than I have ever been'" and Caro replies
'"That might be enough. That is fulfilment'" (p. 334). In a yet
unpublished interview with Shirley Hazzard, the interviewer, Karen
Brooks, asked Shirley Hazzard if she agreed that the ending was sad.
Shirley Hazzard agreed that the ending was sad but went on to say 'it
also has a better ending than it might have had, because at least they
got together. It is in that way consummated'. 26 In terms of astronomy,
which is the symbolic core of the novel, Caro's life is a Transit in which
there are the 'contacts' followed by the 'culmination'.

Mars versus Venus: The Dialectics of Power in Shirley Hazzard's The Transit of Venus

321

As a young boy during the war Ted Tice had failed to report meeting
an escaped German officer who it later turned out was a nuclear
physicist and who eventually went over to the American side to make
nuclear weapons for both Britain and America. Tice later recalls the
meeting and points to the m oral implications that were inherent in his
decision not to report it:
' A conscious act of independent humanity is what society can least afford. If
they once let that in, there'd be no end to it. If he and I had been in battle, I
would have killed htm, havmg accepted society' s standards. As it was, I was
left to apply my own .'(p. 61)

Shirley Hazzard uses this incide nt to point to two issues: first of all the
relativity of right and wrong in national interests, the question of
' natural' e nemies, which is reflected in the irony that in national terms
the humanitarian act on the part of Ted Tice which made him a traitor,
twenty years later w ould make him a national h ero though his role
plays no part in the official history. '1 do not figure in it - perhaps the
recollection would be incompatible with the life of p ower' (p. 60).
Ironically e nough it is Paul Ivory who recognizes Tice's ' dated
morality' . "'Barely credible," Paul said. "The self-command." " Which
leads to sovereign power'" Caro replies (p. 314). Very early in life Caro
had discovered that 'truth has a life of its own' (p. 10).
Apart from the relativity of right and wrong in national affairs
another issue that Shirley Hazzard takes up in the previously
mentioned passage is that the nuclear scientist exhibits allegiance to the
powers o f destruction rather than to an individual country or person. In
Sefton Thrale, who exon erated completely the inventors of deadly
weapons, ' We merely interpret the choices of mankind' (p. 59) we see a
disavowal of his own humanity.
There is also the question of capitalism and jingoistic nationalism . In
an article in the Bulletin in 198427 Shirley Hazzard referred to the rash of
nationalism and tribalism in Australia, a rash which reached gigantic
proportions in 1988 and is mounting again in preparation for the
Olympics in Sydney in the year 2000. This phen omenon is promoted
not only by governments for p olitical expediency but also by capitalism
for profit and gain. In a book of essays edited by Russell Braddon
Robyn Archer attacks this form of capitalism a nd the capitalist interests
that lie behind it.
There's currently a highly financed promotion of a despicably aggressive
Australian nationalism with slogans like 'Advance Australia' and 'Come On,
Aussie, Come On'. It's manifest in koala and cockatoo T-shirts, wattle
brooches, kangaroo post cards and increased consumption of Vegemite, and is
supported by the kind of Australian who will not lift a finger to prevent the
floodmg of the Franklin River or the increase in the number of US nuclear
missile tracking-stations, or to protect the land rights and sacred s ites of the
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beautiful race of black Australians we have all but w•ped out, first by neargenocide and then by apartheid. l'he new nationalism is white to its
profiteering core, and sporting one of Its slogans on your breast, you can easily
pass through every city in the Commonwealth without seeing a single
Aboriginal Australian. Only by touring the Red Centre and the north will you
begin to understand the burden of what should be white Australia's guilt. 28

Also fanning the tribalism and nationalism in Australia were the films
and video series about war, in particular the First World War. For a
closer examination of these films see the articles by Pat and Livio
Dobrez, Shirley Walker, Maurie Scott and Graeme Turner in this
volume, as well as the articles on drama by Gareth Griffiths and Helen
Gilbert. What I personally found disturbing about the films was the fact
that there was not so much condemnation of war but instead a
celebration of Australian exploits. This applied particularly to the
ANZAC series. The aim of the series we were told was to restore to the
nation what those nasty intellectuals had been trying to take away from
it. Prior advertisements for the series ran something like this. 'They
died in vain' said the intellectuals after the war, they're still saying it,
but we'll show you otherwise and the man to show you is the person
all Australians would want to be - Paul Hogan. Well apart from
excluding approximately 51% of the Australian population, I'm not sure
all Australians would cheerfully TAKE wine from a French inn or give
their young mate a prostitute for his 18th birthday present. We are also
asked to believe that if we hadn't been there the war would most
probably have been lost- indeed we are almost persuaded that we won
it single-handed. What is frightening is the cheap nationalism and the
xenophobia that this creates and the mentality behind it, and the
perpetuation of the macho/male/anti-intellectual image. Those who
protest against such films become what Shirley llazzard describes as
the authorized enemies- the socialists, the feminists and agitators of all
breeds.
Such xenophobic tribalism is of course supported to the hilt by
capitalism. Capitalism has always been quick to exploit patriotism and
nationalism. In his Select Documents on Austrailan History, Manning
Clark quotes some of the slogans current during the First World War,
e.g.
Buy, Buy, Buy of your own kindred
To your own land be true.

When I said earlier that I possessed no medals I was not quite telling
the truth. I actually do have an aluminium one with a picture of King
George V and Queen Mary on one side and on the other side an emu
advertising Emu Australian wines with the caption, 'Good for the
Empire. Good for you'. The use of Australia's unique animals to
promote nationalism and as a consequence capitalism (though one that
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'Runcie' Officer with two stripes holding wallaby, 20 june 1916

Sister's wedding. Sister and native bear, Anzac Provost Corps
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many would not be aware of) is reflected in the cartoons, photographs
and advertisements. For example the advertisement for Gowings
published during the First World War and the fighting kangaroo which
was the flag used in Australia's successful challenge for the America's
Cup. The wallaby nursed by the soldier and the koala held by the nurse
in Egypt would, as J.B. Priestley said, be looked upon as symbols of
Australia, as nationalism, 'as honest regionalism', unaware of how it
was to be 'tainted and manipulated by ambitious politicians' and
capitalists. 29 As Manning Clark points out the First World War was a
terrific boost for Australian manufacturers for one of their foremost
competitors was Germany. What an extra boon it must have been in the
Second World War when your competitor/enemy happened to belong
to the 'yellow peril'.
Shirley Hazzard warns us that 'war creates the evolution of a
mentality that can justify any evil action in the belief that it is necessary
for the State and for society'. 30 'Solidarity [becomes] an extension of
power' (p. 249). Billy Hughes' statement to the Australian people is a
perfect illustration of th1s:
We went into this conflict for our own national safety, in order to insure our
national integrity, which was in dire peril, to safeguard our liberties, and those
free institutions of government which, whatever may be our political opinions,
are essential to our national life, and to maintain those ideals which we have
nailed to the very topmost of our flagpoles - White Australia, and those other
aspirations of this young democracy.31

Listening to these words we can only agree with Manning Clark
when he said that' Australia's day of glory had made her a prisoner of
her past rather than the architect of a new future for humanity'. 32 words
which are echoed by Michael Neill in an introductory note to Maurice
Shadbolt's play Once on Chunuk Bair. 'Shadbolt has reminded us that
we have a past, but I'm not sure he's taken us out from under it. It's
the use of that bayonet that bothers me: we shall have to wait and
bloody see'. 33
What Shirley Hazzard constantly calls on us to do is to negate the
'them and us' mentality and to recognize our common humanity,
something which war of necessity must seek to obliterate and in which
the promoters of war, the seekers of power can only rejoice. She would
agree with Mary Daly that the rulers of patriarchy - mates with power
- wage increasing war against life itself. 34
' Since life activity in this society is always in process, in process
through power relations, we must try to understand the process. To
understand the process is to understand the way the process may be
changed'. 3' It is my belief that in The Transit of Venus Shirley Hazzard
has done much to help us understand that process and hopefully in the
understanding help us to change it.
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